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The Effects of Information Processing Mode on
Consumers’ Responses to Comparative
Advertising
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We demonstrate that matching ad format to a consumer’s mode of information
processing enhances advertising effectiveness. Relative to noncomparative ads,
comparative ads are more effective when consumers use analytical processing.
Conversely, noncomparative ads are more effective than comparative ads when
consumers use imagery processing. When ad format is compatiblewithprocessing
mode, information processability is enhanced, making the message more persua-
sive and ad evaluations,brandevaluations,andpurchaseintentionsmorefavorable
than when ad format and processing mode are incompatible.
C
omparative appeals are used frequently in a variety
of industries, such as in the automotive trade (e.g.,
Ford Taurus vs. Honda Accord), information technology
(e.g., Oracle vs. IBM), and consumer packaged goods (e.g.,
Progresso vs. Campbell soup, Miller Light vs. Budweiser
Light). In contrast to noncomparative ads, which present
information about a single brand, comparative ads present
explicit comparisons between two or more brands. Aca-
demic research comparing the effectiveness of these two
formats has been inconclusive. While several studies have
shown that comparative ads can enhance the positioning of
an advertised brand (e.g., Gotlieb and Sarel 1991;Pechmann
and Stewart 1991), other studies have shown that compar-
ative ads do not result in more positive evaluations of the
brand (e.g., Gorn and Weinberg 1984) and can lead to more
negative evaluations of the ad (e.g., Goodwin and Etgar
1980).
In this article, we examine consumers’ readiness to pro-
cess information in either a comparative or noncomparative
format. If a consumer is using an imagery processing mode,
thinking about herself using the advertised product, will a
comparative or a noncomparative format be more effective?
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What if she is using an analytical processing mode,carefully
weighing the positive and negative attributes of the product?
Based on research on the processability of information
(Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1992), we propose that
matching ad format to consumers’ mode of information pro-
cessing should enhance advertising effectiveness. Speciﬁ-
cally, presenting explicit brand comparisons should enhance
ad effectiveness when consumers use analytical processing
because this format matches the attribute-based evaluation
strategy used by the consumer. In contrast, focusing on a
single brand should enhance ad effectiveness when consum-
ers use imagery processing because this format matches the
within-brand evaluation strategy used by the consumer.
In the next section, we brieﬂy review previous research
on comparative advertising, information processing modes,
and information processability. Then we present three stud-
ies that test whether the consistency between ad format and
consumers’ predominant mode of information processing
enhances information processability and ad effectiveness.
We conclude with a discussion of our results, their impli-
cations, and suggestions for future research.
CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND
Comparative Advertising
A substantial body of research has focused on the relative
effectiveness of comparative and noncomparative advertis-
ing (Grewal et al. 1997). Much of this research has focused
on differences in consumers’ information processing in re-
sponse to ad format. For example, presenting comparative
information may encourage consumers to ascribe attributes
from a product category to the advertised brand (SnyderRESPONSES TO COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING 531
1992; Sujan and Dekleva 1987). Research also suggests that
comparative ads induce a relative encoding frame, gener-
ating mental impressions of the advertised brand relative to
the compared brand (Miniard et al. 1993). Finally, studies
have compared the type of elaboration generated by com-
parative and noncomparative ads. Relative to noncompar-
ative ads, comparative ads may generate more counterar-
guing, which can increase consumers’ tendency to discount
ad information (Belch 1981; Swinyard 1981).
While previous work has focused on the effects of ad
format on information processing, we focus instead on the
consumer’s readiness to process information in either a non-
comparative or comparative format. We propose that con-
sistency between the ad format and consumer’s processing
mode enhances the processability of ad information, in-
creasing ad effectiveness.
Imagery and Analytical Information Processing
Processing mode describes the manner in which infor-
mation is represented in working memory (MacInnis and
Price 1987). Imagery and analytical processing are quali-
tatively different modes of elaboration (Oliver, Robertson,
and Mitchell 1993) that can occur in a continuum from low
to high amounts of elaboration (MacInnis and Price 1987).
Although imagery and analytical processing are not mutu-
ally exclusive, one mode of information processing tends
to predominate (MacInnis and Price 1987). Imagery isbased
on a nonverbal, sensory representation of perceptual infor-
mation in memory, as opposed to more semantic, reasoned
processing (Childers, Houston, and Heckler 1985). The
overall quality of the imagined experience is used to assess
the desirability of an alternative (Keller and McGill 1994;
McGill and Anand 1989). For example, a consumer may
evaluate an apartment by “envisioning romantic evenings
by the ﬁreplace” and assessing how good the fantasy feels
(Keller and McGill 1994, 31). Because imagery is a holistic
process, based on the construction of a detailed product-
usage scenario for one alternative, resources for processing
information about other brands are reduced (MacInnis and
Price 1987).
In contrast, the analytical mode of informationprocessing
is data driven, more detached from internal sensory expe-
riences, and focused on verbal retrieval and encoding
(MacInnis and Price 1987). Products are evaluated on an
attribute-by-attribute basis, and the decision maker com-
bines the attribute values to assess the overall value of the
target product (Sujan 1985). Thus, analytical processing en-
courages consumers to summarize features across brands
rather than focus on a single brand (MacInnis and Price
1987). As a result, we propose that analytical processing is
more compatible with a comparative ad format thanimagery
processing.
Information Processability
To inﬂuence behavior, information must not only be avail-
able to consumers but also processable(BettmanandKakkar
1977). Processability refers to the ease with which consum-
ers can interpret information. Previous studies show that
information processability depends on the congruence be-
tween thetypeofprocessingbeingdoneandtheorganization
of information (Payne et al. 1992). For instance, congruence
between the choice task (e.g., lexicographic or conjunctive)
and information format (matrix, list by brand, or list by
attribute) can decrease the time required to make a choice
and the perceived task difﬁculty (Bettman and Zins 1979).
Greater information processability can produce a positive
affective response that is transferred to the product being
evaluated (Higgins 1998; Winkielman et al. 2003).
When information is presented in an incompatibleformat,
it may interfere with consumers’ ability to carryoutimagery
and analytical information processing. For example, being
asked to imagine a product can decrease product evaluations
when a product is depicted using factual information be-
cause the factual information decreases the ﬂuency of con-
sumption imagery (Petrova and Cialdini 2005). Similarly,
consumers instructed to browseaWebsiteandenjoylooking
at whatever they considered interesting were more per-
suaded by an experiential, imagery-evoking Web site than
by a text-based Web site, while consumers instructed to
search for something speciﬁc were more persuaded by the
text-based Web site(Schlosser2003).Theseﬁndingssuggest
that consistency between the type of information provided
and the mode of information processing used by the con-
sumer is an important predictor of persuasion.
We extend this stream of research by proposing that con-
sistency between ad format and the consumer’s processing
mode enhances the processability of ad information and
improves ad effectiveness. Speciﬁcally, because attribute-
by-attribute comparisons facilitate the assessment of the
product’s beneﬁts relative to competitors and encourage
consumers to evaluate brands relative to one another (Min-
iard et al. 1993; Rose et al. 1993), we predict that com-
parative ads will be more effective than noncomparative ads
when consumers use analytical processing. Conversely,
when consumers use imagery processing, we predict that
noncomparative ads will be more effective thancomparative
ads, becauseattribute-by-attributecomparisonsmakeitmore
difﬁcult to imagine the advertised product.
We present three studies that examine the effects of con-
sistency between ad format and the consumer’s mode of
information processing on information processabilityandad
effectiveness. We manipulate information processing mode
using both processing instructions external to the advertise-
ment (studies 1a and 1b) and ad executional cues (study 2),
and we measure information processability and ad effec-
tiveness. Our measures of ad effectiveness include cognitive
(message persuasiveness), affective (ad evaluations and
brand evaluations), and conative (purchase intentions) var-
iables (Grewal et al. 1997). In all studies, participants were
explicitly asked to look at the ads, and the ads were not
embedded within other material.532 JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH
STUDY 1A
Study 1a examines whether consistency between the con-
sumer’s information processing mode and ad format en-
hances information processability and message persuasive-
ness.
Participants and Design
Eighty-nine undergraduate students (52.8% females,Mage p
21.02) participated in the study in exchange for extra credit
in a marketing class. Participants were randomly assigned
to conditions in a 2 (processing instructions: analytical or
imagery processing) # 2 (ad format: noncomparative or
comparative ad) between-subjects experimental design.
Stimuli. A pretest was conducted to identify an appro-
priate product and attributes to be used for the stimuli.
Thirty-threeparticipantsratedtheirfamiliaritywithsixprod-
uct categories and related attributes. We selected cars based
on high familiarity with this product category.
We prepared a comparative and a noncomparative ad for
a car, varying only the text of the ad across conditions (see
appendix). The advertised brand had superior levels of four
attributes (sunroof, sound system, warranty,securitysystem)
relative to the compared brands. Fictitious brand names (Al-
legre, Legatto, Specter) were counterbalanced between the
advertised and compared brands across conditions. All
graphic elements, including the size of the picture, were
identical across the ads. The common picture across the ads
was of an Australian car not sold in the U.S. market. A
second pretest ( ) veriﬁed that the subject population n p 30
did not recognize the model or brand of the car.
Information Processing Instructions. The processing
manipulation varied the instructions given to participants
about how they should process the ad information (Keller
and McGill 1994). In the analytical condition, participants
were asked to focus on the attributes and beneﬁts of the
advertised car and think about how the attributes of the car
would meet their needs. In the imagery condition, partici-
pants were asked to try to picture the advertised car in their
mind and to imagine as vividly as possible their experience
with the car. To ensure that our manipulation affected pro-
cessing, we ran a third pretest ( ). Analytical pro- n p 62
cessing was measured using four items (e.g., “I evaluated
the car feature by feature rather than evaluating the car as
a whole”), and imagery processing was measured using
three items (e.g., “I imagined myself driving the car in the
ad”; Keller and McGill 1994) on seven-point Likert scales.
ANOVAs on these measures indicated that both the ana-
lytical and imagery instructions were successful. The ana-
lytical instructions generated signiﬁcantly more analytical
processing ( ) than the imagery instructions ( M p 4.9 M p
, , ), and the imagery instructions 4.3 F(1,58) p 4.18 p ! .05
generated signiﬁcantly more imagery processing (M p
) than the analytical instructions ( , 4.3 M p 3.5 F(1,58) p
, ). No other effects were signiﬁcant (all 5.54 p ! .05 p’s 1
). .095
Procedures and Measures
Each participant was given a folder containing the infor-
mation processing instructions, a print ad for the car, and a
question booklet. First, we measured information process-
ability by asking participants to rate the ease of evaluating
the advertised brand and the ﬂuency of either analytical or
imagery processing. In the imagery conditions, participants
rated how easy it was to create a mental image, how long
it took to imagine the advertised brand, and how clear their
mental images were (Petrova and Cialdini 2005). In the
analytical conditions, participants rated how easy it was to
consider the brand feature by feature, how well they un-
derstood the brand’s features, and how clear the brand’s
advantages were. After completing the ﬂuency measures,
participants answered some ﬁller questions. Next, partici-
pants reported the extent to which they engaged in imagery
and analytical information processing using the measures
from our pretest. Finally, we measured message persua-
siveness by asking participants to rate the message as being
not persuasive/persuasive, providing weak/strong argu-
ments, and containing unimportant/important information.
All dependent measures used nine-point scales.
Results
Scale reliability ranged from .71 to .89. The name of the
advertised brand did not affect any of the measures (all
), so analyses were performed on data aggregated p’s 1 .33
across brand names. Indicating that our processing instruc-
tions were effective, participants engaged in more analytical
processing in the analytical ( ) than in the imagery M p 4.9
condition ( ; , ), and more M p 4.3 F(1,85) p 4.98 p ! .05
imagery processing in the imagery ( ) than in the M p 3.8
analytical condition ( ; , ). M p 2.9 F(1,84) p 8.52 p ! .01
No other effects were signiﬁcant ( ). p’s 1 .11
Information Processability. A2# 2 ANOVA on per-
ceived ease of evaluation showed a main effect of pro-
cessing instructions ( , ) that was F(1,85) p 3.97 p ! .05
qualiﬁed by the predicted interaction between processing
instructions and ad format ( , ). F(1,85) p 16.7 p ! .001
In the analytical conditions, participants exposed to the
comparative ad believed it was easier to evaluate the
brand ( ) than participants exposed to the non- M p 6.5
comparative ad ( , , ), but M p 5.2 F(1,43) p 6.38 p ! .05
the reverse was true in the imagery conditions ( , M p 5.8 c
, , ). No other effects M p 7.1 F(1,42) p 11.82 p ! .001 nc
were signiﬁcant (all ). p’s 1 .90
Our imagery and analytical ﬂuency measures alsoshowed
a positive effect ofmatching adformatandprocessingmode.
In the analytical conditions, analytical ﬂuency was higher
when participants were exposed to the comparative (M p
) than to the noncomparative ad ( , 6.6 M p 4.9 F(1,43) p
, ). Conversely, in the imagery conditions, im- 15.98 p ! .001
agery ﬂuency was higher for the noncomparative (M p
) than for the comparative ad ( , 6.9 M p 5.7 F(1,42) p
,) . 7.1 p ! .05RESPONSES TO COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING 533
TABLE 1
MEDIATION ANALYSIS FOR ANALYTICAL AND IMAGERY FLUENCY (STUDY 1A)
Condition Equation number Dependent variable Independent variable
Standardized regres-
sion coefﬁcient t-value
Analytical 1 Message persuasiveness Ad format .54 4.30***
2 Analytical ﬂuency Ad format .52 3.99***
3 Message persuasiveness Ad format .16 1.66
Analytical ﬂuency .73 7.34***
Imagery 1 Message persuasiveness Ad format .33 2.31*
2 Imagery ﬂuency Ad format .38 2.65*
3 Message persuasiveness Ad format .15 1.08
Imagery ﬂuency .48 3.48**
*. p !.05
** . p !.01
*** . p !.001
Message Persuasiveness. A2# 2 ANOVA on mes-
sage persuasiveness revealed a signiﬁcant interaction be-
tween processing instructions and ad format (F(1,85) p
, ). As predicted, in the analytical conditions, 21.4 p ! .001
the message in the comparative ad was more persuasive
( ) than the message in the noncomparative ad M p 6.1
( , , ), but the reverse was M p 4.3 F(1,43) p 18.54 p ! .001
true in the imagery conditions ( , , M p 4.7 M p 5.7 cn c
, ). No other effects were signiﬁcant F(1,42) p 5.37 p ! .05
(all ). p’s 1 .53
Mediation Analysis. A mediation analysis revealed
that the interactive effect of processing instructions and ad
format on message persuasiveness was partially mediated
by ease of evaluation (Sobel , ; Baron and z p 2.17 p ! .05
Kenny 1986). When message persuasiveness was regressed
on the between-subjects factors, the interactionbetweenpro-
cessing instructions and ad format was signiﬁcant (b p
, , ). The same interaction was .44 t(85) p 4.62 p ! .001
signiﬁcant when ease of evaluation was regressed on the
between-subjects factors ( , , b p .39 t(85) p 4.09 p !
). Finally, when ease of evaluation was entered as a .001
predictor in the ﬁrst regression equation, the signiﬁcance of
the interaction effect was reduced ( , b p .33 t(84) p 
, ), and ease of evaluation was signiﬁcant 3.32 p ! .01
(, ,) . b p .26 t(84) p 2.57 p ! .05
A second mediation analysis using our analytical and im-
agery ﬂuency measures indicated that processing ﬂuency
mediated the effect of matching information processing and
ad format on message persuasiveness. As depicted in table
1, in the analytical condition, comparative ads increased
analytical ﬂuency, which, in turn, increased message per-
suasiveness (Sobel , ). Similarly, in the z p 3.32 p ! .001
imagery condition, noncomparative ads increased imagery
ﬂuency, which in turn improved message persuasiveness
(Sobel , ). Thus, matching ad format with z p 2.11 p ! .05
processing instructions appears to increase message persua-
siveness by improving the processability of information.
STUDY 1B
In study 1b, we use the same stimuli and procedures to
examine whether the positive effect ofmatchinginformation
processing mode and ad format transfers to ad effectiveness
measures such as ad evaluations, brand evaluations, and
purchase intentions.
Participants and Design
Eighty-three undergraduate students (55% females, Mage p
21.16) participated in the study for extra credit. Participants
were randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (processing
instructions: analytical or imagery) # 2 (ad format: non-
comparative or comparative) between-subjectsdesign.Stim-
uli, procedures, and manipulation checks were identical to
those in study 1a.
Procedures and Measures
Each participant was given a folder containing the infor-
mation processing instructions, a print ad for the car, and a
question booklet. First, we measured ad and brand evalu-
ations by asking participants to rate the ad and the brand
as bad/good, pleasant/unpleasant, favorable/unfavorable,
worthless/valuable, and not interesting/interesting (Mac-
Kenzie and Lutz 1989; Mick 1992). Next, we measured
purchase intentions by asking participants how likely they
were to choose the advertised brand (deﬁnitely would not/
certainly would choose). Finally, participants rated the im-
portance of each listed product attribute, their involvement
and familiarity with the product category, and the inform-
ativeness of the ad. All items used nine-point scales.
Results
Reliability for scales with multiple items ranged from .88
to .94. The name of the advertised brand did not affect any
of the measures (all ), so analyses were performed p’s 1 .29
on aggregated data. Familiarity and involvement with the534 JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH
TABLE 2
AD EFFECTIVENESS AS A FUNCTION OF PROCESSING INSTRUCTIONS AND AD FORMAT (STUDY 1B)
Processing instructions Ad format Ad evaluations Brand evaluations Purchase intentions
Analytical Noncomparative ( ) n p 20 5.11
a
(1.43)
4.70
b
(1.82)
3.30
a
(2.17)
Comparative ( ) n p 21 5.93
ac
(1.24)
6.41
c
(1.28)
5.09
b
(1.86)
Imagery Noncomparative ( ) n p 20 6.03
c
(1.24)
6.29
ac
(1.50)
5.15
b
(1.63)
Comparative ( ) n p 22 5.03
a
(1.74)
5.31
b
(1.64)
4.27
ab
(1.60)
NOTE.— participants. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Different superscripts in the same column indicate difference between means is signiﬁcant np 83
() . p !.05
category and the perceived importance of product attributes
did not differ across conditions (all ). p’s 1 .10
To investigate the predicted interaction between process-
ing instructions and ad format, we ran a 2 (processing in-
structions) # 2 (ad format) MANOVA on ad evaluations,
brand evaluations, and purchase intentions. There were no
main effects of processing instructions ( ) or ad for- p 1 .57
mat ( ). However, as expected, there was a signiﬁ- p 1 .42
cant interaction between processing instructions and ad
format (Wilks’s lambda , , ). p .81 F(3,77) p 5.91 p ! .01
This interaction was signiﬁcant for each of the individual
dependent measures ( ) and remained signiﬁcant p’s ! .01
when perceived ad informativeness was included as a co-
variate ( ). Table 2 presents the cell means. p’s ! .05
We compared the cell means by running a series of
planned contrasts. In the imagery processing conditions, we
predicted that the noncomparative ad would elicit more pos-
itive responses than the comparative ad. Supporting our pre-
diction, in the imagery conditions, the noncomparative ad
generated more positive ad evaluations ( , M p 6.03 nc
, , ), more positive brand M p 5.03 F(1,40) p 4.42 p ! .05 c
evaluations ( , , , M p 6.29 M p 5.31 F(1,40) p 4.0 p p nc c
), and marginally greater purchase intentions ( .05 M p nc
, , , ) than the com- 5.15 M p 4.27 F(1,40) p 3.1 p ! .09 c
parative ad. In contrast, in the analytical processing con-
ditions, the comparative ad led to marginally more positive
ad evaluations ( , , , M p 5.11 M p 5.93 F(1,39) p 3.85 nc c
), more positive brand evaluations ( , p ! .06 M p 4.70 nc
, , ), and greater purchase M p 6.41 F(1,39) p 12.3 p ! .01 c
intentions ( , , , M p 3.30 M p 5.09 F(1,39) p 8.0 p ! nc c
) than the noncomparative ad. These results show that .01
the way consumers process ad information systematically
affects their reactions to comparative and noncomparative
ads.
One limitation of studies 1a and 1b is that we used pro-
cessing instructions to manipulate consumers’ mode of in-
formation processing. While this served our theoreticalgoal,
consumers are usually free to process advertising infor-
mation as they prefer, making instructions on how to process
ad information unrealistic. A second limitation is that our
processing manipulation was one-dimensional and does not
allow us to examine the independent effects of imagery and
analytical manipulations or their combined effects. In study
2, we address these limitations.
STUDY 2
In study 2, we use ad executional cues to manipulate
analytical and imagery processing, and we manipulate each
mode of processing independently. In addition, to enhance
the external validity of our ﬁndings, the comparative ad
conditions in study 2 compare the new focal brand with an
established brand. Because research has shown that com-
parative ads are more effective than noncomparative ads
when the advertised brand is a new brand being compared
with an established brand (Grewal et al. 1997), this will
allow us to test our predictions about the compatibility of
imagery processing and ad format under conservative
conditions.
Participants and Design
Two hundred and ﬁfty-three undergraduate marketingstu-
dents (46.5% females, ) participated in the M p 20.59 age
study for course credit. They were randomly assigned to
one of eight conditions of a 2 analytical cue (present/absent)
# 2 imagery cue (present/absent) # 2 ad format (noncom-
parative/comparative) between-subjects design.
Stimuli. To identify an appropriate comparison brand,
we conducted a pretest ( ) in which participantslisted n p 52
all the cars marketed in the United States that came to their
minds after reading our noncomparative ad from study 1.
Acura was the most cited brand, and the Acura RSX model
was selected as the comparison brand for the comparative
ads in study 2.
We used our ads from studies 1a and 1b in the no cue
conditions. To manipulate information processing mode, we
added imagery and analytical cues (see appendix). We ma-
nipulated imagery processing (imagery cue) by inserting
short descriptive statements before each product attribute
(e.g., “You enter the curve, feel the grip of the seat and
enjoy morning sunrays”; Unnava and Burnkrant 1991). An-
alytical processing was manipulated by adding a matrix dis-RESPONSES TO COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING 535
TABLE 3
AD EFFECTIVENESS AS A FUNCTION OF PROCESSING CUES AND AD FORMAT (STUDY 2)
Analytical cue Imagery cue Ad format
Analytical
processing
Imagery
processing
Ad
evaluation
Brand
evaluation
Purchase
intentions
Matrix absent Neutral text NC ( ) n p 32 4.01
ad
(1.17)
2.95
a
(1.34)
5.23
ab
(1.28)
5.65
ac
(1.32)
3.78
ac
(1.64)
COMP ( ) n p 33 4.28
ab
(1.12)
3.65
b
(1.48)
4.70
a
(1.61)
5.90
ab
(1.65)
4.00
ab
(1.95)
Imagery text NC ( ) n p 31 4.11
ab
(1.32)
4.15
b
(1.28)
5.72
b
(1.52)
6.45
b
(1.04)
4.65
b
(1.47)
COMP ( ) n p 31 3.74
ad
(1.07)
3.72
b
(1.47)
5.01
a
(1.36)
5.56
ac
(1.36)
3.52
a
(1.67)
Matrix present Neutral text NC ( ) n p 32 4.67
bc
(1.16)
3.29
a
(1.22)
4.92
a
(1.51)
5.38
a
(1.49)
3.38
a
(1.66)
COMP ( ) n p 32 4.95
c
(.93)
3.51
ab
(1.49)
5.70
b
(1.43)
6.25
b
(1.15)
4.41
bc
(1.96)
Imagery text NC ( ) n p 30 4.25
bd
(1.28)
3.66
b
(1.31)
5.46
ab
(1.56)
5.80
ab
(1.42)
4.03
ab
(1.99)
COMP ( ) n p 32 4.34
bd
(1.47)
4.06
b
(1.52)
5.79
b
(1.47)
6.15
bc
(1.47)
4.44
bc
(1.93)
NOTE.— participants. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Different superscripts in the same column indicate difference between means is signiﬁcant np 253
( ). NC refers to noncomparative ads, and COMP refers to comparative ads. p !.05
playing attribute information (analytical cue). Previous re-
search suggests that such a matrix decreases the effort
required to process information by attribute (Schkade and
Kleinmuntz 1994). The text in the matrix-based ads was the
same as the text in the noncomparative ad.
Procedures
Each participant was given a folder containing a print ad
for a car and a booklet with questions. Measuresforimagery
and analytical information processing, ad and brand eval-
uations, and purchase intentions were the same as thoseused
in studies 1a and 1b.
Results
Scale reliabilities ranged from .76 to .92. Participants’
familiarity and involvement with the product category did
not differ across conditions (all ). To check the p’s 1 .10
effects of our manipulations, we ran a 2 (analytical cue) #
2 (imagery cue) # 2 (ad format) ANOVA on the imagery
processing measure. As expected, ads with the imagery cue
induced more imagery processing ( ) than ads M p 3.90
without this cue ( , , ). No M p 3.35 F(1,245) p 9.7 p ! .01
other effects were signiﬁcant ( ). A 2 # 2 # 2 p’s 1 .065
ANOVA on the analytical processing measure showed that
ads with the analytical cue induced more analytical pro-
cessing ( ) than ads without this cue ( , M p 4.56 M p 4.04
, ). The main effect of the imagery F(1,245) p 11.7 p ! .01
cue on analytical processing was also signiﬁcant
( , ), indicating that the imagery cue F(1,245) p 5.96 p ! .05
had a negative effect on analytical processing. No other
effects were signiﬁcant ( ). p’s 1 .17
Ad Effectiveness. A2# 2 # 2 MANOVA showed the
predicted interaction between analytical cue and ad format
on ad effectiveness (Wilks’s lambda , p .96 F(3,243) p
, ). At the univariate level, this interaction was 3.57 p ! .05
signiﬁcant for all three dependent variables ( ) and p’s ! .05
remained signiﬁcant when perceivedadinformativenesswas
included as a covariate. Table 3 displays the cell means.
The interaction between imagery cue and ad format was
marginally signiﬁcant (Wilks’s lambda , p .97 F(3,243) p
, ). No other effects were signiﬁcant ( ). 2.6 p ! .06 p’s 1 .21
At the univariate level, the interaction between imagery cue
and ad format was signiﬁcant for brand evaluations and
purchase intentions ( ) but not for ad evaluations p’s ! .05
( ), and including ad informativeness as a covariate p 1 .35
did not change the results. Interestingly, the nonsigniﬁcant
result for ad evaluations appears to be driven by the lack
of difference in ad evaluations in the mixed cue condition.
To further examine this effect, we compared the dependent
variables across single cue, no cue, and mixed cue condi-
tions.
As expected, the single cue conditions replicated our ear-
lier ﬁndings. Consistent with our matching hypothesis,when
the ad presented only an imagery cue, the noncomparative
format was marginally more effective than the compara-
tive format for ad evaluations ( , , M p 5.72 M p 5.01 nc c
, ) and signiﬁcantly more effective F(1,60) p 3.75 p ! .06
for brand evaluations ( , , M p 6.45 M p 5.56 F(1,60) p nc c
, ) and purchase intentions ( , 8.32 p ! .01 M p 4.65 M p nc c
, , ). Conversely, when the ad 3.52 F(1,60) p 7.96 p ! .01
presented only an analytical cue, comparative ads were
more effective than noncomparative ads for ad evaluations
( , , , ), brand M p 4.92 M p 5.70 F(1,62) p 4.46 p ! .05 nc c
evaluations ( , , , M p 5.38 M p 6.25 F(1,62) p 6.87 nc c
), and purchase intentions ( , , p ! .05 M p 3.38 M p 4.41 nc c
,) . F(1,62) p 5.14 p ! .05
Comparative and noncomparative ads were equally ef-
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TABLE 4
MEDIATION ANALYSIS FOR ANALYTICAL AND IMAGERY PROCESSING (STUDY 2)
Condition Equation number Dependent variable Independent variable(s)
Standardized regres-
sion coefﬁcient t-value
Comparative 1 Ad effectiveness Analytical cue .23 2.68**
2 Analytical processing Analytical cue .25 3.0**
3 Ad effectiveness Analytical cue .14 1.75
Analytical processing .32 3.78***
Noncomparative 1 Ad effectiveness Imagery cue .23 2.73**
2 Imagery processing Imagery cue .29 3.38**
3 Ad effectiveness Imagery cue .05 .74
Imagery processing .63 8.83***
**p !.01.
***p !.001.
sent (all ) and when both cues were present (all p’s 1 .14
). This is consistent with both the nonsigniﬁcant p’s 1 .35
three-way interaction in our MANOVA and our ﬁnding that
the imagery cue inhibited analytical processing. The fact
that differences in the effectiveness of comparative and non-
comparative ads are signiﬁcant only in the single cue con-
ditions provides further evidence for the importance of
matching ad format to processing cues.
Mediation Analysis. To examine our proposed process
mechanism, we tested whether information processingmode
mediated the effect of the ad cues on ad effectiveness. We
combined our measuresofadevaluations,brandevaluations,
and purchase intentions to form an ad effectiveness score.
Table 4 depicts the results of this mediation analysis. Fol-
lowing Baron and Kenny’s (1986) procedures, we found
that analytical processing mediated the effect of the ana-
lytical cue on ad effectiveness in the comparative condition
(Sobel , ) but not in the noncomparative z p 2.34 p ! .05
condition ( ). Conversely, imagery processing me- p’s 1 .19
diated the effect of the imagery cue on ad effectiveness in
the noncomparative condition (Sobel , ) but z p 3.17 p ! .01
not in the comparative condition ( ). Thus, analyt- p’s 1 .23
ical cues made comparative ads more effectivebyincreasing
analytical processing, while imagery cues made noncom-
parative ads more effective by increasing imagery process-
ing.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Our studies extend previous research on the role of in-
formation processability in persuasion. We show that dif-
ferent modes of information processing can either enhance
or undermine the effectiveness of advertising, depending on
the match between the format of the ad and the processing
mode consumers use to encode ad information. In study 1a,
we show that matching ad format to the consumer’s pro-
cessing mode can improve information processability (i.e.,
ﬂuency or ease of processing) and that this enhanced pro-
cessability increasesmessagepersuasiveness.Studies1band
2 show that the positive effect of matching ad format and
information processing modes transfers to consumers’ at-
titudes and purchase intentions.
Although previous studies have shown that imagery pro-
cessing generally enhances brand evaluations and purchase
intentions relative to analytical processing (e.g., Escalas
2004; Oliver et al. 1993), our ﬁndings identify a boundary
condition for the positive effects of imagery processing on
persuasion. When ad format is inconsistent with imagery
processing, inducing imagery processing produces more
negative brand evaluations and purchase intentions than an-
alytical processing. The piecemeal comparisons presented
in comparative ads increase the difﬁculty of imagining the
target product, thus decreasing ad effectiveness.
Study 1a provides evidence that matching ad format with
processing mode improves ease of evaluation, resulting in
greater message persuasiveness. Because the positiveeffects
of ﬂuency tend to be stronger under conditions that limit
information processing, such as time pressure or lack of
motivation (Winkielman et al. 2003), and our participants
were instructed to read the ad and spend as much time as
they wished on the task, our test was relativelyconservative.
Moreover, these instructions should minimize differences in
elaboration across conditions. Recentstudiesshowthatother
types of matching, such as matching messages to individ-
uals’ self-schemata (Wheeler, Petty, and Bizer 2005) and
matching messages to self-regulatory goals (Aaker and Lee
2001), can improve persuasion by inducing greater elabo-
ration. In future research, it would be interesting to test for
additive or interactive effects of elaboration level and ease
of evaluation on ad effectiveness.
Study 2 provides insight into the effects of mixed pro-
cessing cues on persuasion. Although previous studies sug-
gest that the simultaneous use of two different types of
information processing cues (e.g., item speciﬁc and rela-
tional) can improve brand evaluations (Malaviya, Kisielius,
and Sternthal 1996; Meyers-Levy and Malaviya 1999), we
ﬁnd that combining imagery and analytical cues does not
increase ad effectiveness. Examining conditions under which
multiple cues improve or impede persuasion is a potentially
rich area for research. While we predict that combining two
complementary cues (e.g., imagery processing instructionsRESPONSES TO COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING 537
and imagery-evoking text) will be at least as effective as
each individual cue, combining noncomplementary cues
should weaken the effect of each cue on ad effectiveness.
Our ﬁndings suggest that information processing cues
both external to ads and embedded within ads can signiﬁ-
cantly inﬂuence consumers’ reactions to comparative ad-
vertising. We expect other kinds of cues to produce similarly
systematic effects. For example, product-level cues, such as
the hedonic or utilitarian nature of the product (Hirschman
and Holbrook 1982) or the novelty of the product (Oliver
et al. 1993), can induce either imagery or analytical pro-
cessing. Research has also shown that ad cues (e.g., pictures,
size of claim set) can increase or decrease associative pro-
cessing (Malaviya et al. 1996; Meyers-Levy 1991). Given
the importance of both associative(SujanandDekleva1987)
and differentiating effects (Rose et al. 1993) in comparative
advertising, these cues could be signiﬁcant predictors of ad
effectiveness.
While we contrasted noncomparative ads with high-in-
tensity comparative ads that explicitly mention competing
brands, these are only two extreme points in a spectrum.
Many ads invoke comparisons in a less explicit manner. For
example, ads suggesting consumers will regret not pur-
chasing an advertised brand might trigger an internal com-
parative process. If such internal processes are triggered,
imagery cues may decrease ad effectiveness even without
explicit comparisons. Ads also might present comparisons
visually rather than using explicit text-based comparisons.
It would be interesting to test whether visual comparisons
between brands are more compatible with analytical or im-
agery processing. Our results suggest that ad effectiveness
will be commensurate with the degree to which processing
mode matches ad format.
Earlier research has distinguished between theavailability
and the processability of information (Payne et al. 1992).
Our ﬁndings extend research on processability by demon-
strating that providing additional positive information about
a brand can decrease rather than increase brand evaluations
when the information is presented in a format inconsistent
with the consumer’s processing mode. Although our com-
parative ads provided strictly more positive information
about the brand, comparative ads were perceived to be less
persuasive and produced less favorable brand evaluations
than noncomparative ads when consumers used imagery
processing. Clearly, these negative effects were not due to
information overload, because the same additional infor-
mation produced more positive brand evaluations whencon-
sumers used analytical rather than imagery processing.
Moreover, including perceived ad informativeness as a co-
variate did not change our results. Thus, the positive effect
of matching ad format to information processing mode is
robust to the availability of additional positive information
about the brand.APPENDIX
FIGURE A1
AD STIMULI (STUDIES 1A AND 1B)
NOTE.—The ﬁrst ﬁgure is the noncomparative ad; the second is the comparative ad.
FIGURE A2
AD STIMULI (STUDY 2)
NOTE.—The ﬁrst ﬁgure is the imagery cue noncomparative ad; the second is the analytical cue noncomparative ad. Ads from studies 1a and 1b were used in
the no cue conditions. In the analytical and imagery cues conditions, the imagery cue and/or analytical cue was added to either the noncomparative or comparative
ad format.RESPONSES TO COMPARATIVE ADVERTISING 539
[Dawn Iacobucci served as editor and Joseph Priester
served as associate editor for this article.]
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